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An Interpretation of Existence, by Joseph Owens. Houston, Texas, The Center
for Thomistic Studies, University of St. Thomas. Pp. 162. $7.95.
Reviewed by FREDERICK D. WILHELMSEN, University of Dallas.
The historical fecundity of Thomism has been noted by the subject of these
observations, Fr. Joseph Owens. No two Thomists gifted with originality ever
philosophize in the same way. The Common Doctor invites a man to think, and
none of his followers think alike. It is as though St. Thomas' own analogy of
being were confirmed in the actual exercise of his principles by those who have
made him their master. Possibly this renders conversation more amenable within
the Thomistic tradition than anywhere else in the philosophical world today. We
sail under a common bottom and can therefore dispute about the setting of the sails.
Fr. Joseph Owens set his sails early in a long life dedicated to philosophical
scholarship that has made the profession recognize him as both a principal
Aristotelian scholar and a pioneer in what some have called "existential
Thomism." Limitations of space preclude my reciting a list of his books and
articles, honours and achievements. His An Interpretation of Existence, first
published in 1968 by the Bruce Publishing Company has now been reissued by
The Center for Thomistic Studies of St. Thomas University in Houston, Texas.
Stripped of the massive and sometimes forbidding Wissenschaft that accompanies
his scholarly articles and most of his books, the work in question was and remains
a pioneer statement in modem language, addressed to a new audience, of St.
Thomas' understanding of existence. Easily usable as a text, Fr. Owens' booklike all first-rate Thomistic texts-is a piece of extended and original thinking
within the Thomistic tradition. The mind of Etienne Gilson is often behind our
author's speculations, but they cannot be reduced to the thought of his teacher.
Again we encounter in a heightened way that paradox running through the history
of Thomism: Originality annealed in a common commitment.
In his opening chapters, "The Problem of Existence" and "The Grasp of
Existence," Fr. Owens presses linguistic analysis, common experience, and
careful deductions made from both to establish the dual manner in which men
understand; things conceptualized in terms of their natures and affirmed in terms
of their existence. Insisting that this duality within cognition is experienced
directly by each one of us, holding that most metaphysical error lies in an
intellectual absent-mindedness about the obvious, Owens points out as well that
the doctrine seems to have been an original discovery of St. Thomas. Existence
is known directly in a very un-mysterious way-the body experiencing the
sensible real and the mind affirming its being-which becomes mysterious only
when the mind attempts to conceptualize that primordial achievement. And the
mind can never pull this off directly! Owens' careful study of what indeed
happens when we conceptualize existence obliquely, thus treating it as though
it were an essence, has not been surpassed. Existence is perforce conceptualized
indirectly by the philosopher in terms of notional content properly abstracted
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from and predicated of natures surrounding us in individual instances thereof.
As Owens put it in an essay directed to an elucidation of the issue, "the content
of the concept of existence is always the content of some other concept." Existence
as synthesizing act and perfection, as absolutely prior principle, involves the
metaphysician's converting into a subject of judgement that which in "itself' is
no subject at all but the being of every subject. Fr. Owens in these chapters
established, to my satisfaction at least, the radically unique approach to existence
found in Aquinas. The author hammers home the point that unless the distinction
between conceptual knowledge and existential knowledge be constantly in the
forefront of the philosopher's mind he cannot go far in his quest for the meaning
of existence. In fact, that "meaning" is always derived from something which
is not existence and therefore existence as such remains opaque to human conceptualization. As Father Gerald Phelan once expressed it: "The metaphysician
always means what he says but never says what he means."
Interestingly enough the author does not demonstrate the existence of a Cause
of being, God, by reverting to the famous "Five Ways." His proof is taken from
St. Thomas' De Ente et Essentia but is presented in an original fashion based
upon Owens' ability to synthesize a host of philosophical and pre-philosophical
truths in the service of his own demonstration. Cumulative evidence leads to a
conclusion that is ineluctably true but this truth can be understood only by
someone with the intelligence and patience needed to follow the lengthy march
of reasoning involved.
Contemporary evaluation of the De Ente proof is spiked with controversy.
Etienne Gilson and Anton Pegis denied that it was a proof at all. The issue is
complicated further in that Fr. Owens who maintains that the "proof' is a proof
holds that the real distinction between existence and essence is known to be real
only after the demonstration whereas some Thomists, including myself, hold
that it must be known to be real prior to the demonstration. An elucidation of
the issue would derail the march of this review. However the issue must be faced
and eventually resolved by those Thomists who see in the De Ente a truly
metaphysical demonstration for God's existence which begins from the very
structure of the real itself.
Owens' insistence that our knowledge of efficient causes is known directly
only through direct internal psychic experience-i.e., reasoning and libertymight be flushed out by considering man's impact on the physical world: e.g.,
Do I not experience directly myself as causing the tapping my fingers make on
the table? Be that as it may, Hume might have found this Thomist somebody
akin to his own preoccupations if not to his conclusions.
The reader finds in these pages a number of favorite theses of Fr. Owens:
e.g. the insistence that any universal statement concerning efficient causality
depends on proving the existence of Subsistent Existence as Cause of being; the
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impossibility of proving a priori that there are causes because such a putative
proof would already be using the conclusion presumed to be proved: i.e.,
reasoning as an act is causing; the accidentality, priority, and dependence of
existence as the nerve center of the De Ente et Essentia demonstration.
A small book, Owens' An Interpretation of Existence must be counted a worthy
companion to that goodly company of works dedicated to both expounding and
expanding the wisdom of St. Thomas Aquinas that have graced the middle and
declining years of this century. That Father Joseph Owens is perhaps the finest
master of the text of Aquinas living today is widely recognized. The new edition
of this treatise on being will heighten our awareness that Owens is as well a
profound metaphysician in his own right. Both author and new publisher are to
be saluted.

Introduction to Hegel's Philosophy afReligion, by Raymond Keith Williamson.
Albany: State University of New York Press, 1984. xii + 388 pp. Cloth $44.50;
paper $14.95.

Reviewed by ROBERT F. BROWN, University of Delaware.
The first and least consequential part of this clearly-written volume is a chronological survey of Hegel's writings of 1787-1800. It traces his developing thought
across not just the larger essays of this period but also the tiniest fragments. In
it Williamson generally follows Harris and opposes Kaufmann et al in defending
the well-worn thesis that Hegel's early interests are appropriately termed "theological." There is little to take exception to here and little that is new. The innovations
emerge in the second part, against which I will lodge two significant objections.
The third and final part contains this book's principal contribution to scholarship,
a valuable discussion of the proper construal of Hegel's views on the relationship
of God to the world, and on that of religious truth to philosophical truth.
The problematic second part begins with a competently-drawn overview of
the Phenomenology'S stages in the evolution of self-conscious spirit toward the
grasp of a universal content, one finally requiring translation from religious
representation into absolute knowledge. This framework sets up Williamson's
contentions that: A religious philosophy is the kernel and not just the husk of
Hegel's system; the Phenomenology never becomes superseded (except in minor
details) as Hegel's interpretive schema for religion; Hegel commonly handles
progressions within religious stages, and those from one stage to the next, by
replicating the dialectical structure of some specific lower-level analysis in the
Phenomenalogy (e. g., that of "Perception," or of "Force and the Understanding").

